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APPARATUS AND METHOD FOR DETECTING A PATTERN 

This application is based on application No. 2000- 
125947, No. 2000-125948 and No. 2000-125949 filed in Japan, 
5 the contents of which is hereby incorporated by reference. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to an apparatus and 
method for detecting a specific pattern contained in an 
10 image. 

A pattern matching processing has been known as one of 
data processing performed in an apparatus, such as copier, 
which stores obtained image data in an image memory as 
binary or multi-valued data and detects a specific pattern 

15 or recognizes a shape contained in an image by comparing 
the data with the pixel data of a reference pattern stored 
previously in a memory. 

In recent years, as scanning input apparatus and 
printing output apparatus, those that can rapidly process a 

20 large amount of information such as high-resolution data 
have been widely used. With performing various data 
processings including pattern matching processing with 
these apparatus at real time, there is a problem that their 
hardware configurations become complex. In order to 

25 resolve this problem, a pattern-detection apparatus that 
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can rapidly detect a specific pattern and has a simple 
configuration is desired. 

As one of such pattern-detection apparatus, there is 
known an apparatus that recognizes a partial image having a 
5 predetermined shape and size and being part of a specific 
pattern, based on condition that (1) the number of ON-pixel 
within mxn pixel rectangle block area in the neighbrhood of 
an target pixel falls within a predetermined range, and 
that (2) no ON-pixel exists within a predetermined area in 

10 the neighborhood of said block area, after low-resolution 
converting a binary data* However, this pattern-detection 
apparatus cannot precisely identify a partial image, in 
particular, having an empty inside and often wrongly 
detects another image, such as a circular image having an 

15 all over painted inside or a quadrilateral or triangular 
image composed of multiple pixels of the same size, with 
the desired partial image. Also, this pattern recognition 
apparatus cannot precisely identify the shape of a partial 
image and often wrongly detects for the desired image, 

20 another image such as an L-shaped image or diagonal line. 

Further, as a pattern-detection apparatus that can 
rapidly detect a specific pattern and has a simple 
configuration, the following one is known. The specific 
pattern is the detection object for this apparatus and 

25 consists of a plurality of partial images having a 
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predetermined shape and size. In this apparatus, binary 
image data is successively scanned by a filter in which the 
specific pattern is framed. A score is set for the 
arrangement of the partial images recognized in the area 
5 framed by the filter. The apparatus determines the 
detection of the specific pattern based on the score. 
However, in this apparatus, if at least one of the partial 
images constituting the specific pattern is not recognized, 
then even if the recognition results for other partial 
10 images are perfect, the specific pattern cannot be detected. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The object of the present invention is to provide a 
pattern-detection apparatus that can detect a specific 

15 pattern with high precision and has a simple configuration 
and also to provide a pattern detection method for 
detecting a specific pattern used by the apparatus. 

To achieve the above object, in an aspect of the 
invention, there is provided a pattern-detection apparatus 

20 that detects a specific pattern contained in an image. The 
pattern-detection apparatus has a binarizing unit that 
binarizes an input image to obtain binary image data, a 
partial-image recognition unit that recognizes a partial 
image that is contained in the binary image data, and that 

25 is part of the specific pattern and has an empty inside, 
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and a specific pattern determination unit that determines 
the specific pattern contained in the image, based on the 
recognition results obtained by the partial-image 
recognition unit. The partial-image recognition unit 
5 successively scans, for the binary image data, a pixel- 
block area of predetermined size containing an target pixel 
and recognizes a partial image contained in the binary 
image data, on the condition that at least one OFF-pixel 
exists within a reference block consisting of the target 

10 pixel and predetermined pixels in its neighborhood. Also, 
the partial-image recognition unit may change the size of 
the reference block, depending on the size of the partial- 
image to be recognized within the pixel-block area. 
Further, the above partial-image recognition unit may 

15 recognize the partial image on at least one of the 
conditions that the pixels constituting the outermost lines 
of a pixel-block area are all OFF-pixels, and that the 
number of ON-pixels contained in a predetermined area with 
its center being at an target pixel in said pixel-block 

2 0 area is within a prescribed range. Further, the pattern- 
detection apparatus may have a low-resolution conversion 
unit that converts the binary image data obtained by the 
binarizing unit to binary image data of lower resolution, 
and the partial-image recognition unit may recognize the 

25 partial image for the binary image data converted to lower- 
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resolution image data by the low-resolution conversion unit. 

Also, in another aspect of the present invention, 
there is provided a method for detecting a specific pattern 
contained in an image. The pattern-detection method has 
5 steps of binarizing input image data to obtain binary image 
data, recognizing a partial image that is contained in the 
binary image data, and that is part of the specific pattern, 
and has an empty inside, and determining the specific 
pattern contained in the image based on the recognition 

10 results. In the partial-image recognition step, a pixel- 
block area of predetermined size containing an target pixel 
is successively scanned for the binary image data, and a 
partial image contained in the binary image data is 
recognized on the condition that at least one OFF-pixel 

15 exists within a reference block consisting of an target 
pixel and predetermined pixels in its neighborhood. 

Further, in another aspect of the present invention, 
there is provided a computer-readable storage medium that 
stores a pattern-detection program for detecting a specific 

20 pattern contained in an image. The pattern-detection 
program has steps of binarizing an input image to obtain 
binary image data, recognizing a partial image that is 
contained in the binary image data, and that is part of the 
specific pattern, and has an empty inside, and determining 

25 the specific pattern contained in the image based on the 
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recognition results. In the partial-image recognition step, 
a pixel-block area of predetermined size containing an 
target pixel is successively scanned for the binary image 
data, and a partial image contained in the binary image 
5 data is recognized on the condition that at least one OFF- 
pixel exists within a reference block consisting of an 
target pixel and predetermined pixels in its neighborhood. 

In another aspect of the invention, there is provided 
a pattern-detection apparatus that detects a specific 

10 pattern contained in an image. The pattern-detection 
apparatus has a binarizing unit that obtains binary image 
data by binarizing input image data, a partial-image 
recognition unit that recognizes a partial image that is 
contained in the binary image data and that is part of the 

15 specific pattern, a setting device that determines 
similarity between a reference image and the partial image 
recognized by the partial-image recognition unit and sets a 
value corresponding to the similarity, and a specific 
pattern determination unit that determines the specific 

2 0 pattern contained in the image, based on the value 
corresponding to the similarity and set by the setting 
device. The partial-image recognition unit may scan 
successively, for the binary image data, a pixel-block area 
of predetermined size containing an target pixel and 

25 recognizes a partial image within the block, based on a 
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predetermined condition. The setting device may set values 
for a plurality of scanned pixel-block areas, corresponding 
to the similarity, and the specific pattern determination 
unit may determine the specific pattern contained in the 
5 image, based on the total value of the values set by the 
setting device and corresponding to the similarity. The 
partial-image recognition unit may further determine the 
partial image on at least one of the conditions that the 
pixels constituting the outermost lines of a pixel-block 

10 area are all OFF-pixels, and the number of ON-pixels 
contained in a predetermined area with its center at an 
target pixel in the pixel-block area falls within a 
prescribed range. Further, the pattern-detection apparatus 
may have a low-resolution conversion unit that converts the 

15 binary image data obtained by the binarizing unit to binary 
image data of lower resolution, and the partial-image 
recognition unit may recognize a partial image for the 
binary image data converted to lower-resolution image data 
by the low-resolution conversion unit. 

20 Also, in another aspect of the present invention, 

there is provided a method for detecting a specific pattern 
contained in an image. The pattern-detection method has 
steps of binarizing input image data to obtain binary image 
data, recognizing a partial image that is contained in the 

25 binary image data, and that is part of the specific pattern, 
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and determining similarity between the recognized partial 
image and a reference image, setting a value corresponding 
to the similarity, and determining the specific pattern 
contained in the image, based on the set values 
corresponding to the similarity. 

Further, in another aspect of the present invention, 
there is provided a computer-readable storage medium that 
stores a pattern-detection program for detecting a specific 
pattern contained in an image. The pattern-detection 
program has steps of binarizing input image data to obtain 
binary image data, recognizing a partial image that is 
contained in the binary image data, and that is part of the 
specific pattern, and determining similarity between the 
recognized partial image and a reference image, setting a 
value corresponding to the similarity, and determining the 
specific pattern contained in the image, based on the set 
values corresponding to the similarity. 

In another aspect of the invention, there is provided 
a pattern-detection apparatus that detects a specific 
pattern contained in an image. The pattern-detection 
apparatus has a binarizing unit that binarizes an input 
image data to obtain binary image data, a partial-image 
recognition unit that recognizes a partial image that is 
contained in the binary image data and that is part of the 
specific pattern, and a specific pattern determination unit 
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that determines the specific pattern contained in the image 
based on the recognition results obtained by the partial- 
image recognition unit. The partial-image recognition unit 
recognizes a partial image contained in the binary image 
5 data, for a pixel-block area having predetermined size and 
containing an target pixel in the binary image data, based 
on at least one of the conditions concerning the pixels at 
the opposite vertices, the pixels on the outermost lines of 
the pixel-block area, and the pixels on the opposite sides 

10 on the outermost lines of the pixel block. The partial 
image may be approximately a circular image. Also, the 
condition for the partial-image recognition in the partial- 
image recognition unit may be that the number of OFF-pixels 
in each pixel pair that is located at opposite vertices is 

15 less than 2. Further, the condition for the partial-image 
recognition in the partial-image recognition unit may be 
that the total number of ON-pixels on the outermost lines 
is not more than a predetermined number, for the pixels on 
the outermost lines of the pixel-block area. Still further, 

2 0 the condition for the partial-image recognition in the 
partial-image recognition unit may be that the total number 
of ON-pixels on the outermost lines is not more than a 
predetermined number, for the pixels on each pair of 
opposite sides on the outermost lines of the pixel-block 

25 area. Further, the pattern-detection apparatus may have a 



low-resolution conversion unit that converts the binary 
image data obtained by the binarizing unit to binary image 
data of lower resolution, and the partial-image recognition 
unit may recognize the partial image for the binary image 
5 data converted to lower-resolution image data by the low- 
resolution conversion unit. 

Also, in another aspect of the present invention, 
there is provided a method for detecting a specific pattern 
contained in an image. The pattern-detection method has 

10 steps of binarizing input image data to obtain binary image 
data, recognizing a partial image that is contained in the 
binary image data, and that is part of the specific pattern, 
and has an empty inside, and determining the specific 
pattern contained in the image based on the recognition 

15 results. In the partial-image recognition step, the 
partial image contained in the binary image data is 
recognized, for a pixel-block area having predetermined 
size and containing an target pixel in the binary image 
data, based on at least one of the conditions concerning 

20 the pixels at the opposite vertices, the pixels on the 
outermost lines of the pixel-block area, and the pixels on 
each pair of opposite sides on the outermost lines of the 
pixel-block area. 

Further, in another aspect of the present invention, 

2 5 there is provided a computer-readable storage medium that 
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stores a pattern-detection program for detecting a specific 
pattern contained in an image. The pattern-detection 
program has steps of binarizing input image data to obtain 
binary image data, recognizing a partial image that is 
5 contained in the binary image data, and that is part of the 
specific pattern, and determining the specific pattern 
contained in the image based on the recognition results* 
In the partial-image recognition step, the partial image 
contained in the binary image data is recognized, for a 

10 pixel-block area having predetermined size and containing 
an target pixel in the binary image data, based on at least 
one of the conditions concerning the pixels at the opposite 
vertices, the pixels on the outermost lines of the pixel- 
block area, and the pixels on each pair of opposite sides 

15 on the outermost lines of the pixel-block area, 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Other objects and attainments together with a fuller 
understanding of the invention will become apparent and 
20 appreciated by referring to the following description and 
claims taken in conjunction with the accompanying drawings, 
in which like parts are designated by like reference 
numerals and in which: 

Fig. 1 schematically shows a copier in accordance with 
25 a first embodiment of the present invention; 
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Fig. 2 is a block diagram that illustrates the basic 
configuration of the copier in accordance with the first 
embodiment of the present invention; 

Fig. 3 is a block diagram that illustrates the 
configuration of a pattern-detection processor in the 
image-data processor of Fig. 2; 

Fig. 4 is a flowchart of pattern-detection processing 
in accordance with the first embodiment of the present 
invention; 

Fig. 5 is a block diagram that illustrates the 
configuration of an element-recognition processor in the 
pattern-detection processor in accordance with the first 
embodiment of the present invention; 

Fig. 6 shows the arrangement of the pixels that 
constitute an ideal element; 

Figs. 7A, 7B, 7C and 7D show various 7x7 pixel-block 
areas that contain recognition objects identified as 
element candidates; 

Figs. 8A, 8B, 8C and 8D show various 7x7 pixel-block 
areas that contain recognition objects not identified as 
element candidates; 

Figs. 9A, 9B, 9C, 9D, 9E, 9F, 9G and 9H show examples 
of reference blocks set in the pixel-block areas containing 
element candidates of various sizes; 

Fig. 10 is a flowchart of element-recognition 
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processing in accordance with the first embodiment of the 
present invention; 

Fig, 11 is a block diagram that illustrates an 
element-recognition processor in the pattern-detection 
5 processor in accordance with a second embodiment of the 
present invention; 

Fig. 12 illustrates the determination conditions for 
pixel information at opposite vertices in accordance with 
the second embodiment of the present invention; 
10 Fig. 13 illustrates the determination conditions for 

pixel information on the outermost lines in accordance with 
the second embodiment of the present invention; 

Fig. 14 illustrates the determination conditions for 
pixel information on opposite sides on the outermost lines 
15 in accordance with the second embodiment of the present 
invention; 

Fig. 15 is a flowchart of element-recognition 
processing in accordance with the second embodiment of the 
present invention; 
20 Fig. 16 is a flowchart of pattern-detection processing 

in accordance with a third embodiment of the present 
invention; 

Fig. 17 is a block diagram that illustrates the 
configuration of an element-recognition processor in the 
25 pattern-detection processor in accordance with the third 
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embodiment of the present invention; 

Fig. 18 shows examples of how to set scores for 
various elements in accordance with the third embodiment of 
the present invention; 

Fig. 19 is a flowchart of element-detection and score- 
setting processing in accordance with the third embodiment 
of the present invention; 

Fig. 20 shows the arrangement of the elements that 
constitute an ideal pattern; 

Fig. 21 shows a pattern composed of elements having 
set scores and determination results; 

Fig. 22 shows another pattern composed of elements 
having set scores and determination results; 

Fig. 23 is a flowchart of specific pattern 
determination processing in accordance with the third 
embodiment of the present invention. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

In the following are described some embodiments of the 
present invention with reference to the attached figures. 
FIRST EMBODIMENT 

Fig. 1 schematically illustrates a copier in 
accordance with a first embodiment of the present invention, 
and Fig. 2 is a block diagram that shows a basic 
configuration of the copier. This copier 1 comprises, as 
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its basic components, an image scanner 4 that reads a 
manuscript using an optical system to obtain image data, an 
image-data processor 5 that performs various processing 
including character-recognizing processing for the image 
5 data, a printer 6 that performs printing based on the image 
data. As seen from Fig. 2, these components are connected, 
through a data bus 15, to a CPU 11 that controls the 
various components built into the copier 1, a ROM 12 that 
stores control programs for the CPU 11, and a RAM 13 that 
10 temporarily stores data and programs executed by the CPU 11 
for control. 

In this copier 1, first, a CCD 2 of the image scanner 
4 optically reads a manuscript on a manuscript table and 
performs photoelectric transfer. A tri-line linear CCD 

15 with 3 lines of sensor elements corresponding to three 
color components, R (red), G (green), and B (blue) is used 
for the CCD 2. This linear CCD can obtain three colors of 
light, R, G, and B from the reflected light with one-time 
scanning, when light is irradiated on a manuscript of the 

20 manuscript table. The linear CCD can convert each of the 
three colors of light into an electric signal (analog image 
data) . The analog image data obtained by the image scanner 
4 is input to the image-data processor 5 to be processed 
thereby and converted to an output format appropriate for 

25 the printer 6. The printer 6 creates a hard copy based on 
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the image data output from the image-data processor 5. The 
operation of each component during this process is executed 
by CPU 11, which stores the programs recorded in ROM 12 in 
RAM 13 and successively reads them. 
5 A pattern-detection processor that detects a pattern 

having a predetermined shape and size and printed on the 
manuscript is built into the image-data processor 5. Fig. 
3 is a block diagram illustrating the configuration of the 
pattern-detection processor built into the image-data 

10 processor 5. This pattern-detection processor 20 has an 
image-input section 21 to which digitized image data is 
input, a low-resolution converting processor 23 that lowers 
the resolution of the image data, and binarizing processor 
22 that performs labeling (binarizing) each density value 

15 of the pixels constituting the image data whose resolution 
has been lowered. 

The image data input to the image-input section 21 is 
data in which each of R (red) , G (green) , and B (blue) has 
density value of 8 bits (256 levels) . In this image-input 

20 section 21, preprocessing of resolution conversion, 
multiplication transformation and the like may be added, if 
necessary. The binarizing processor 22 determines whether 
a density value for a given color of each of the pixels 
constituting the image data is within a predetermined 

25 reference range and performs binarizing processing to set 
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the pixel having the density value within the reference 
range as an ON-pixel . It is noted that an "ON-pixel" is a 
pixel having the value 1 in binary image data and 
represents a pixel in which a point exists. This 
5 definition is applied hereafter. The image data is then 
input to the resolution-lowering processor 23 to be 
converted to low-resolution data, by pixel-skipping to be 
processed later for element-recognition processing. The 

=o low-resolution image data is temporarily stored in a 

=p 10 predetermined memory such as RAM 13. 

O As seen from Fig. 3, the pattern-detection processor 

^ 20 has an element-recognition processor 24 that recognizes 

=3 the elements that is contained in the image data, and that 

?y is part of a specific pattern, a pattern-determination 

H 15 processor 25 that determines a pattern composed of a 
plurality of elements, and a score-setting processor 26 
that gives a score for the determination results. 

The element-recognition processor 24 reads the image 
data stored in RAM 13 to recognize an element in the image 
20 data. This "element" represents a partial-image that 
constitutes part of a pattern and has an empty inside, a 
predetermined size and color. The results obtained by the 
element-recognition processing are stored again in RAM 13. 
The pattern-determination processor 25 determines, based on 
25 the arrangement of a plurality of elements stored in RAM 13, 
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whether a specific pattern is composed of these elements. 
The score- setting processor 2 6 gives a score for the 
determination results by the pattern-determination 
processor 25. 

Fig. 4 is a flowchart of pattern-detection processing 
by the pattern-detection processor 20. In this pattern- 
detection processing, first, the color image data input 
through the image-input section 21 is binarized for the 
pattern color (Sll) . Next, the binary image data is 
converted to a low-resolution image data (S12) . Then, the 
whole binary image data of low resolution is successively 
scanned by a filter of mxn size in which an element can be 
framed, and elements contained in the image data are 
recognized (S13) . This element-recognition processing is 
detailed later with reference to Fig. 10. Then, the binary 
image data is scanned by a filter of a size in which a 
specific pattern can be framed, and the pattern is 
recognized based on the arrangement of the recognized 
elements (S14) . Then, the obtained pattern-determination 
results are evaluated, and a score corresponding to the 
results are set (S15) . The pattern-detection processing is 

thus finished. 

Fig. 5 is a block diagram that represents the 

configuration of the element-recognition processor 24 in 

the pattern-detection processor 20. This element- 
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recognition processor 24 has an element-candidate 
determiner 31 that evaluates recognition objects in the 
image data based on predetermined conditions to identify 
recognition objects satisfying the conditions as element 
candidates, an element-candidate-size detector 32 that 
detects the size of the recognition object identified as an 
element candidate, an OFF-pixel detector 33 that detects 
OFF-pixels that exist in a reference block within a pixel 
block area containing the recognition object, which 
consists of an target pixel and predetermined pixels in its 
neighborhood, and a final element determiner 34 that 
determines a final element depending on the determination 
and detection results by these components. In this first 
embodiment, the reading and writing of data performed by 
the element-recognition processor 24 for RAM 13 are 
controlled by a memory controller 18. 

It is noted that an "target pixel" represents a 
reference pixel that is located at the center or its 
neighborhood of each pixel-block area, when pixel-block 
areas in the image data are successively scanned, during 
the element-recognition processing, by a filter of mxn size 
in which an element can be framed. An "OFF-pixel" is a 
pixel having value 0 in binary image data, that it is a 
pixel in which a point does not exit. These definitions 
are also applied hereinafter. 
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The memory controller 18 derives, during the element- 
recognition processing, the address on RAM 13 where the 
binary image data is stored, and successively reads pixel- 
block areas in the binary image data from RAM 13. These 
pixel-block areas are rectangular block-areas consisting of 
mxn pixels with its center being at an target pixel. The 
size of a pixel-block area is determined based on 
processing resolution and the size of an ideal element. 
The pixel-block areas read by the memory controller 18 are 
input to the element-candidate determiner 31 and the OFF- 
pixel detector 33. 

The element-candidate determiner 31 evaluates 
recognition objects in input pixel-block areas based on 
predetermined conditions to identify recognition objects 
satisfying the conditions as element candidates. The 
predetermined conditions are that (1) the pixels 
constituting the outermost lines of a pixel-block area are 
all OFF-pixels, and that (2) the number of ON-pixels 
contained in a predetermined area with its center being : at 
an target pixel in the pixel-block area is within a 
prescribed range. 

For example, as shown in Fig. 6, an ideal element is a 
circular image having an empty inside such that, in a 4x4 
pixel-block area, ON-pixels are arranged on the upper, 
lower, left and right sides, and OFF-pixels are arranged at 
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the four corners and the middle 2x2 pixel-block area. In 
Fig. 6, the pixels indicated by crosshatching are ON-pixels. 
For this ideal element, element-candidate determination is 

performed in a 7x7 pixel-block area. In this case, 
5 corresponding to the above conditions (1) and (2), the 
following conditions are established. The pixels 

constituting the outermost lines of the 7x7 pixel-block 
area are all OFF-pixels, and the number of ON-pixels 
contained in a 5x5 pixel-block area with its center being 

10 at an target pixel in the 7x7 pixel-block area falls within 
6 to 10. As a result of the evaluation based on these 
conditions, various recognition objects contained in a 7x7 
pixel-block area as shown in Fig. 7A - 7D are identified as 
element candidates. Although these recognition objects 

15 differ in shape or size from the ideal element shown in Fig. 
6, they are identified as element candidates, since they 
satisfy the above conditions (1) and (2) . In contrast, 
various recognition objects contained in a 7x7 pixel-block 
area as shown in Fig. 8A - 8D are not identified as element 

20 candidates, since they do not satisfy at least one of the 
above conditions (1) and (2) . 

The pixel-block areas containing recognition objects 
that have been identified as element candidates by the 
element-candidate determiner 31 are input to the element- 

25 candidate-size detector 32 and the final element determiner 
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34 at any time. 

The element-candidate-size detector 32 receives a 
pixel-block area containing a recognition object that has 
been identified as an element candidate by the element- 
5 candidate determiner 31 and detects the size of the 
recognition object. The size of the recognition object is 
expressed in terms of the size of a rectangular pixel-block 
(that is, an mxn pixel-block) in which the recognition 
object can be framed. For example, if the recognition 

10 object is identical to the ideal element shown in Fig, 6, 
its size is expressed as a 4x4 pixel-block area. The 
detection results obtained by the element-candidate-size 
detector 31 are input to the OFF-pixel detector 33. 

The OFF-pixel detector 33 receives the detection 

15 results from the element-candidate-size detector 31, and 
based on these detection results, extracts the pixel-block 
corresponding to the size of the detection object from a 
pixel-block area input from RAM 13 through memory 
controller 18. Next, in the extracted pixel-block, the 

20 OFF-pixel detector 33 sets a reference block consisting of 
an target pixel and the pixels in its predetermined 
neighborhood and detects OFF-pixels within the reference 
block. If detecting some OFF-pixels within the reference 
block, then the OFF-pixel detector 33 determines that the 

25 recognition object contained in the pixel-block area is an 
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element having an empty inside. 

Fig, 9A to 9H show examples of set reference blocks in 
various pixel-blocks extracted as pixel-blocks 
corresponding to the sizes of recognition objects. In the 
5 illustrated various pixel-blocks, a pixel marked with a 
asteroid-shaped symbol represents an target pixel, and an 
area indicated by crosshatching is a reference block. 

In 3x3 pixel-block 41 as shown in Fig. 9A, the target 
=13 pixel is the center pixel, and only the center pixel is set 

10 as the reference block. If the target pixel is an OFF- 
O pixel, then the recognition object is identified as an 

element having a predetermined shape. In 3x4 pixel-blocks 
y 42 and 43 as shown in Fig. 9B, the target pixel is either 

one of the two pixels within the block, and a reference 
)=f 15 block consisting of the target pixel and a pixel adjacent 
to it within the block is set. For 3x4 pixel-blocks 42 and 
43, where the positions of the target pixels differ from 
each other, the reference blocks are set on the same area 
within the block. This situation is similar to the case of 
20 4x3 pixel-blocks 44 and 45 as shown in Fig. 9C . 

Further, in 3x5 pixel-block 4 6 as shown in Fig. 9D, 
the target pixel is the center pixel, and a reference block 
consisting of the center pixel and the two pixels adjacent 
to it within the block is set. In 4x4 pixel-blocks 47, 48, 
25 49, and 50 shown in Fig. 9E, the target pixel is one of the 
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four pixels within the block, and the target pixel, and a 
reference block consisting of the target pixel and the 
three pixels adjacent to it within the block is set. 

Also, in 5x3 pixel-block 51 as shown in Fig. 9F, the 
5 target pixel is the center pixel, as in 3x5 pixel-block 46 
shown in Fig. 9D, and a reference block consisting of the 
center pixel and the two pixels adjacent to it within the 

block is set. Further, in 4x5 pixel-blocks 52 and 53 as 
shown in Fig. 9G, the target pixel is one of the two pixels 

10 in the neighborhood of its center within the block, and a 
reference block consisting of the target pixel and the five 
pixels adjacent to it within the block is set. This 
situation is similar to the case of 5x4 pixel-blocks as 
shown in Fig. 9H. 

15 Thus, the size of the above reference block varies 

with the extracted pixel-block area, i.e. the size of the 
recognition object identified as an element candidate by 
the element-candidate determiner 31. This fact means that 
various kinds of processing resolution and element size can 

20 be accommodated. 

The detection results obtained by the OFF-pixel 
detector 33 are sent to the final element determiner 34. 

The final element determiner 34 receives determination 
results from the element-candidate determiner 31 and 

25 detection results from the OFF-pixel detector 33, and based 
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on these results, determines whether the recognition object 
contained in the pixel-block area is an element. The 
determination results are sent to and stored in RAM 13 
through the memory controller 18. 
5 By means of the processing described above, the 

recognition objects that do not all satisfy various 
conditions are excluded. Thus, recognition elements more 
agreeing with the ideal element shown in Fig. 6 are 
selected, and particularly, elements with empty insides can 

10 be recognized with high precision. Also, in this 
embodiment, the element-recognition processing as described 
above is performed after the resolution of the image data 
is lowered, so that the speedup of processing and saving of 
used memory can be achieved. Further, in this embodiment, 

15 the elements are approximately circular images having empty 
insides, so that the shape to be recognized can be 
identified with relatively simple conditions that are 
symmetric for the upper and lower sides, left and right 
sides . 

20 Fig. 10 is a flowchart of element-recognition 

processing (S13 of Fig. 4) and shows the processing flow in 
the element-recognition processor 24 of Fig. 5. In this 
processing, for example, the image data is scanned by a 
filter of the size in which the ideal element shown in Fig. 

25 6 can be framed, and whether the determination conditions 
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as described above are satisfied or not is determined. In 
this flowchart, the processing is described for the case 
where a filter corresponding to a 7x7 pixel-block area is 
used. 

5 In the present processing, first, the binary image 

data that has been stored after its resolution was lowered 
is read (S21) . Next, the start position of scanning by the 
filter is determined. That is, for the scanning filter, 
the Y-axis is set at the upper end of the image data (S22), 
10 and the X-axis is set at the left end of the image data 
(S23) . 

When scanning is started, it is determined whether the 
outermost lines of the 7x7 pixel-block area all consist of 
OFF-pixels (S24) for the 7x7 pixel-block area within the 

15 filter. After the determination, if not all pixels are 
OFF-pixels, it is determined that the recognition object 
within the pixel-block area is not an element, and the 
element flag is set at OFF (S29) . Then the flow proceeds 
with S30. On the other hand, if all are OFF-pixels, then 

20 the flow proceeds with S25. In S25, it is determined 
whether the number of ON-pixels within the 5x5 pixel-block 
area falls within 6 to 10. As a result, if it does not 
fall within 6 to 10 in the result, the element flag is set 
at OFF (S29) , and the flow proceeds with S30. If the 

25 number is from 6 to 10, the flow proceeds with S26. 
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In S26, the size of the element candidate contained in 

the 7x7 pixel-block area is examined* In S27, it is 
determined whether OFF-pixels exist within a reference 
block corresponding to the size of the element candidate 

5 and set in the 5x5 pixel-block. If OFF-pixels do not exist, 
then the element flag is set at "OFF" (S2S), and the flow 
proceeds with S30. On the other hand, if OFF-pixels exist, 
then the flow proceeds with S28. In S28, the recognition 
object within pixel-block area is identified as an element 

10 having a predetermined shape, since all of the conditions 
tested in S24, S25, and S27 are satisfied. Then, the 
element flag is set at "ON", and the flow proceeds with S30. 

In S30, it is determined whether the 7x7 pixel-block 
area that is the recognition object is the last pixel-block 

15 area in the X-direction. If the 7x7 pixel-block area is 
not the last one, then the filter is shifted by one pixel 
in the X-direction (S31) , and the flow returns to S24 to 
follow the subsequent steps. On the other hand, if the 7x7 
pixel-block area is the last one, then the flow proceeds 

20 . with S32, and whether the 7x7 pixel-block area is the last 
pixel-block area in the Y-direction is determined. If the 

7x7 pixel-block area is not the last one, then the filter 
is shifted by one pixel in the Y-direction (S33) , and the 
flow returns to S23 to follow the subsequent steps. On the 
25 other hand, if the 7x7 pixel-block area is the last one, 
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then the element-recognition processing is terminated and 
the flow returns to the main routine. 

In the above embodiment, the pattern-detection 
processor and element-recognition processor are configured 
5 as hardware circuits, and execution timing for each 
processing block is controlled by CPU 11 with programs 
stored in ROM 12. However, the pattern-detection 

processing and element-recognition processing as described 
above can be performed by means of software processing 

10 executed by CPU operations. In this case/ programs 
including the pattern-detection algorithm and element- 
recognition algorithm are stored in ROM 12, and each 
processing is executed by CPU 11 with these programs. Also, 
these programs can be stored in file form in an external 

15 storage medium such as a floppy disk, CD-ROM and the like. 

Further, the hardware configuration of the element- 
recognition processor 24 described with reference to Fig* 5 
can be modified. For example, a pixel-block area can be 
simultaneously input to the element-candidate determiner 31, 

20 the element-candidate-size detector 31, and the OFF-pixel 
detector 33 from RAM 13, and then, the determination and 
detection results obtained by the element-candidate 
determiner 31 and the final element determiner 34 can be 
individually input to the final element determiner 34. In 

25 this case, in the final element determiner 34, the 
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determination and detection results can be evaluated 
together to determine whether the recognition object is an 
element having a predetermined shape. 

Next, another embodiment of the present invention is 
5 described* In the following, the same components as in the 
first embodiment described above are labeled with the same 
symbols and their descriptions are omitted. 

SECOND EMBODIMENT 

10 Fig. 11 is a block diagram that shows the 

configuration of an element-recognition processor 60 in a 
pattern-detection processor in accordance with a second 
embodiment of the present invention. This element- 
recognition processor 60 has an element-candidate 

15 determiner 61 that evaluates recognition objects in image 
data, based on predetermined conditions, to identify 
recognition objects satisfying the conditions as "element 
candidates", an opposite-vertices determiner 62 that 
determines pixel information at opposite vertices of a 

2 0 pixel-block area containing the recognition object, a 
outermost-lines determiner 63 that determines pixel 
information on the outermost lines of the above pixel-block 
area, a outermost-line opposite sides determiner 64 that 
determines pixel information on opposite sides of the 

25 outermost lines of the above pixel-block area, and a final 
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element determiner 65 that receives the determination 
results from these components to perform a final 
determination for an element ♦ In this second embodiment , 
the reading and writing of data performed between the 
5 element-recognition processor 60 and RAM 13 are controlled 
by a memory controller 18. 

The memory controller 18 derives, during the element- 
recognition processing, the address of RAM 13 in which the 
binary image data is stored, and successively reads first 
10 pixel-block areas in the binary image data from RAM 13. 
These first pixel-block areas are rectangular block-areas 

consisting of mxn pixels with their center being at target 
pixels. The size of a pixel-block area is determined based 
on processing resolution and the size of an ideal element. 

15 The pixel-block areas read by the memory controller 18 are 
input to the element-candidate determiner 61. 

The element-candidate determiner 61 evaluates 
recognition objects in input pixel-block areas based on 
predetermined conditions to identify recognition objects 

20 satisfying the conditions as element candidates. The 
predetermined conditions are that (1) the pixels 
constituting the outermost lines of a pixel-block area are 
all OFF-pixels, and that (2) the number of ON-pixels 
contained in a predetermined area with its center being at 

25 an target pixel in the pixel-block area falls within a 
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prescribed range. The determination processing is the same 
as the processing performed by the element-candidate 
determiner 31 described with reference to Figs, 6 to 8' in 
the first embodiment described above, and so, the 
5 description is omitted. 

The pixel-block areas containing recognition objects 
that have been identified as element candidates by the 
element-candidate determiner 61 are input to the opposite- 
vertices determiner 62. 
10 The opposite-vertices determiner 62 first extracts, 

from the first pixel-block area containing a recognition 
object identified as an element candidate by the element- 
candidate determiner 61, a second pixel-block area 

containing the recognition object. For example, in a 7x7 
15 pixel-block area that has been identified as an element 
candidate, since the outermost lines consist of OFF-pixels 

only based on the above condition (1), a 5x5 pixel-block 
area is extracted as the second pixel-block area containing 
a recognition object. Then, the pixel-block area 

2 0 containing the recognition object is evaluated based on the 
condition that the number of OFF-pixels in each pixel pair 
that is located at opposite vertices is less than 2. 

The determination processing performed by the 
opposite-vertices determiner 62 is explained with reference 

25 to Fig. 12, The object to be processed is a 5x5 pixel- 
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block area that contains a recognition object with its 
center being at an target pixel* In this 5x5 pixel-block 
area, there exist pixel pairs (A, A' } and (B,B') located 1 at 
opposite vertices. In the determination, A+A' , and B+B' 
5 are evaluated, where the value for an ON-pixel is 1 and the 
value for an OFF-pixel is 0. Then, if 

A + A' < 2 , and 
B+B' < 2, 

then the recognition object in the 5x5 pixel-block area is 
10 identified as an element. According to this determination 
processing, recognition objects having two pixels at 
opposite vertices can be excluded, so that a recognition 
object agreeing with the ideal element shown in Fig* 6 can 
be selected. 

15 The pixel-block areas containing recognition objects 

that have been identified as element candidates by the 
opposite-vertices determiner 62 are input to the outermost- 
lines determiner 63. 

The outermost-lines determiner 63 determines pixel 

20 information on the outermost lines of the second pixel- 
block area containing a recognition object. That is, the 
second pixel-block area containing a recognition object is 
evaluated based on the condition that the number of 0N- 
pixels on the outermost lines is not larger than a 

25 predetermined number. This determination process is 
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explained here with reference to Fig. 13. The object to 
be processed is a 5x5 pixel-block area that contains a 
recognition object with its center being an target pixel. 
In this 5x5 pixel-block area, there exist outermost lines 
5 El and E5 in the horizontal direction and Ea and Ee in the 
vertical direction. In the determination/' El, E5, Ea and 
Ee are evaluated, where the value for an ON-pixel is 1 and 
the value for an OFF-pixel is 0. Then, if 

!$■ El < 4 

:C io E5 < 4 

p Ea < 4, and 

* s Ee < 4, 

then the recognition object within the 5x5 pixel-block area 

!jf is determined to be an element. 

|*f 15 The pixel-block areas containing recognition objects 

and determined to be elements by the outermost-lines 
determiner 63 are input to the outermost-line opposite 
sides determiner 64. 

The outermost-line opposite-sides determiner 64 
2 0 determines pixel information on opposite sides of the 
outermost lines in the second pixel-block area containing a 
recognition object. The second pixel-block area containing 
a recognition object is evaluated based on the condition 
that the number of ON-pixels on each pair of outermost 
25 lines that constitute opposite sides is not larger than a 
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predetermined number. The determination processing is 
explained here with reference to Fig. 14. The object to be 
processed is a 5x5 pixel-block area that contains a 
recognition object with its center being at an target pixel. 

In this 5x5 pixel-block area, there exist the outermost 
line pairs (E1,E5) and (Ea,Ee) that constitute opposite 
sides. In the determination, E1+E5 and Ea+Ee are evaluated, 
where the value for an ON-pixel is 1 and the value for an 
OFF-pixel is 0. Then, if 

El + E5 < 5, and 
Ea + Ee < 5, 

then the recognition object in 5x5 pixel-block area is 
identified as an element. 

The pixel-block areas containing recognition objects 
identified as elements by the outermost-line opposite sides 
determiner 64 are input to the outermost-line opposite 
sides determiner 64. 

The final element determiner 65 receives pixel-block 
areas from the outermost-line opposite sides determiner 64 
and determines whether the recognition objects contained in 
the pixel-block areas are elements. The determination 
results are sent to and stored in RAM 13 through the memory 
controller 18. 

By means of the processing described above, the 
recognition objects that do not all satisfy various 
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conditions are excluded. Thus, recognition elements more 
agreeing with the ideal' element shown in Fig. 6 are 
selected, and an element can be recognized with hrgh 
precision. Also, in this embodiment, since the element- 
5 recognition processing as described above is performed 
after the resolution of the image data is lowered, the 
speedup of processing and saving of used memory can be 
achieved. Further, in this embodiment, the elements are 
approximately circular images having empty insides, so that 

10 the shape to be recognized can be determined with 
relatively simple conditions that it is symmetric for the 
upper and lower sides, left and right sides. 

Fig. 15 is a flowchart of element-recognition 
processing and shows the processing flow in the element- 

15 recognition processor 60 of Fig. 11. In this processing, 
the image data is scanned by a filter of the size in which 
the ideal element, for example, shown in Fig. 6 can be 
framed, and whether the determination conditions as 
described above are satisfied or not is determined. In 

20 this flowchart, the processing is described for the case 
where a filter corresponding to a 7x7 pixel-block area is 
used. 

In the present processing, first, the binary image 
data that has been stored after its resolution was lowered 
25 is read (S41) . Next, the start position of scanning by the 
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filter is determined. That is, for the scanning filter, 
the Y-axis is set at the upper end of the image data (S42) , 
and the X-axis is set at the left end of the image data 
(S43) . 

5 When scanning is started, it is determined whether the 

outermost lines of the 7x7 pixel-block area all consist of 
OFF-pixels (S44) . After the determination, if the pixels 
on the outermost line are not all are not OFF-pixels, it is 
determined that the recognition object within the pixel- 

10 block area is not an element, and the element flag is set 
at OFF (S50) . Then the flow proceeds with S51. On the 
other hand, if all are OFF-pixels, then the flow proceeds 
with S45. In S45, it is determined whether the number of 
ON-pixels within the 5x5 pixel-block area falls within 6 to 

15 10. If the number is not from 6 to 10 in the result, the 
element flag is set at "OFF" (S50) , and the flow proceeds 
with S51. If it does not fall within 6 to 10, the flow 
proceeds with S46. 

The recognition object that has satisfied the 

20 conditions of both S44 and S45 is determined as an "element 
candidate", and it is further determined whether the 
element candidate satisfies the determination conditions as 
described above with reference to Figs- 12 to 14 (S46 to 
S48) . First, in S46, the number of ON-pixels on opposite 

25 vertices in the 5x5 pixel-block area is determined. That 
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is, it is determined whether the number of ON-pixels at 
each pair of opposite vertices is less than 2. If at least 
one of the numbers is not less than 2, then the element 
flag is set at OFF (S50) , and the flow proceeds with S51. 
5 On the other hand, if both numbers are less than 2, then 
the flow proceeds with S47. 

In S47, the outermost lines in the 5x5 pixel-block 
area are determined . That is, it is determined whether the 
number of ON-pixels on each outermost line is not larger 

10 than 4. If at least one of the numbers is larger than 4, 
then the element flag is set at "OFF" (350) , and the flow 
proceeds with S51. On the other hand, if numbers are less 
than 5, then the flow proceeds with S48. 

Next, in S48, the numbers of ON-pixels on opposite 

15 sides in the outermost lines of the 5x5 pixel-block area 
are determined. That is, it is determined whether the 
number of ON-pixels on each pair of opposite sides in the 

outermost lines of the 5x5 pixel-block area is not larger 
than 5. If at least one of the numbers is larger than 5, 

20 then the element flag is set at "OFF" (S50) , and the flow 
proceeds with S51. If both numbers are less than 6, then 
the flow proceeds with S49. In S49, the recognition object 
in the pixel-block area is identified as an element, since 
all of the conditions tested in S44 to S48 are satisfied. 

25 Then, the element flag is set at "ON", and the flow 
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proceeds with S51. 

In S51, it is determined whether the 7x7 pixel-block 
area for a recognition object is the last pixel-block area 

in the X-direction. If the 7x7 pixel-block area is not the 
5 last one, then the filter is shifted by one pixel in the X- 
direction (S52) , and the flow returns to S44 to follow the 
subsequent steps. On the other hand, if the 7x7 pixel- 
block area is the last one, then the flow proceeds with S53, 
and whether the 7x7 pixel-block area is the last pixel- 

10 block area in the Y-direction is determined. If the 7x7 
pixel-block area is not the last one, then the filter is 
shifted by one pixel in the Y-direction (S54), and the flow 
returns to S43 to follow the subsequent steps. On the 
other hand, if the 7x7 pixel-block area is the last one, 

15 then the element-recognition processing is terminated and 
the flow returns to the main routine . 

In the above embodiment, the pattern-detection 
processor and element-recognition processor are configured 
as hardware circuits, and execution timing for each 

20 processing block is controlled by CPU 11 with programs 
stored in ROM 12 . However, the pattern-detection 

processing and element-recognition processing as described 
above can be performed by means of software processing 
executed by CPU operations. In this case, programs 

25 including the pattern-detection algorithm and element- 
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recognition algorithm are stored in ROM 12, and each 
processing block is executed by CPU 11 with these programs. 
Also, these programs can be stored in file form in an 
external storage medium such as a floppy disk, CD-ROM and 
5 the like. 

Further, the hardware configuration of the element- 
recognition processor 24 as described with reference to Fig, 
11 can be modified. For example, a pixel-block area can be 
simultaneously input to each component (the element- 
al- 10 candidate determiner 61, the opposite-vertices determiner 
62, the outermost-lines determiner 63, and the outermost- 
" u line opposite sides determiner 64) from RAM 13, and then, 

y the determination and detection results obtained by these 

!j£ components can be individually input to the final element 

"r 3 15 determiner 65, In this case, in the final element 
determiner 65, the determination and detection results can 
be evaluated together to determine whether a recognition 
object is an element having a predetermined shape. 



20 THIRD EMBODIMENT 

Fig, 16 is a flowchart of pattern-detection processing 
by a pattern-detection processor in accordance with a third 
embodiment of the present invention. In this pattern- 
detection processing, first, the color image data input 

25 from an image-input section is binarized for the pattern 
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color (S61) . Next, the binary image data is converted to 
low-resolution image data (S62) . Then, the whole binary 
image data of which resolution has been lowered is 
successively scanned by a filter of mxn size in which an 
5 element can be framed, and elements contained in the image 
data are recognized and the score is provided for each 
element (S63) . 

Then, the binary image data is scanned by a filter of 
a size in which a specific pattern is framed, and the 

10 pattern is recognized based on the arrangement of the 
recognized element and the score of the element given in 
S63 (S64) . Then, the obtained pattern determination 
results are evaluated, and a score corresponding to the 
results are set (S65) . The pattern-detection processing is 

15 thus finished. 

The element-recognition and score-setting processing 
(S63) and the pattern-determination processing (S64) are 
described in detail later with reference to Figs. 19 and 23. 
Fig. 17 is a block diagram that illustrates the 

2 0 configuration of the element-recognition processor 70 in 
accordance with the third embodiment of the present 
invention. This element-recognition processor 70 has an 
element-candidate determiner 71 that evaluates recognition 
objects in the image data, based on predetermined 

25 conditions, to identify a recognition object satisfying the 



conditions as an "element candidate", an element-score 
setter 72 that sets a score for each element candidate, 
based on similarity between the element candidate and a 
reference element having a predetermined size and shape, 
and a final-element determiner 74 that receives the 
determination results from these components to perform a 
final determination for an element. In this embodiment, 
the reading and writing of data performed between the 
element-recognition processor 70 and RAM 13 are controlled 
by a memory controller 18. 

The memory controller 18 derives, during the element- 
recognition processing, the address of RAM 13 where the 
binary image data is stored, and successively reads pixel- 
block areas in the binary image data from RAM 13. These 
pixel-block areas are rectangular block-areas consisting of 
mxn pixels with its center being at an target pixel. The 
size of a pixel-block area is determined based on 
processing resolution and the size of an ideal element. 
The pixel-block areas read by the memory controller 18 are 
input to the element-candidate determiner 71. 

The element-candidate determiner 71 evaluates 
recognition objects in input pixel-block areas, based on 
predetermined conditions, to identify recognition objects 
satisfying the conditions as element candidates. The 
predetermined conditions are that (1) the pixels 
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constituting the outermost lines of a pixel-block area are 
all OFF-pixels, and that (2) the number of ON-pixels 
contained in a predetermined area with its center being at 
an target pixel in the pixel-block area falls within a 
5 prescribed range. The determination processing is the same 
as the processing performed by the element-candidate 
determiner 31 in the first embodiment and described with 
reference to Figs. 6 to 8 . Therefore the explanation is 
omitted. 

10 The pixel-block areas containing recognition objects 

that have been identified as element candidates by the 
element-candidate determiner 71 are input to the element- 
score setter 72 and the final element determiner 73. 

The element-score setter 72 sets a score for each 

15 element, based on similarity between the element contained 
in the pixel-block area input from the element-candidate 
determiner 71 and a reference element that is identical to 
an ideal element as shown in Fig. 6. The reference element 
is stored in a predetermined memory, e.g. ROM 12, and can 

20 be read at any time during the score setting. Fig. 18 
shows various elements that have been scored based on the 
similarity to the reference element. The various elements 
are classified into shapes, and as a shape is more similar 
to the reference element, it gains a higher score. That is, 

25 if the shape is the same as that of the reference element, 
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then the score 100 is set. If only one pixel of the shape 
is lacking, then the score 90 is set. If two pixels of the 
shape are lacking in total on opposite sides or adjacent 
edges, then the score 80 is set. If one of sides is 
5 lacking, then the score 70 is set. 

It is noted that the score-setting processing is not 
limited to this procedure, and other various manners can be 
used as long as the scores can be provided for similarity 
to the reference elements. 
10 The scoring results provided by the element-score 

setter 72 are input to the final element determiner 73 at 
any time. 

The final element determiner 73 receives pixel-block 
areas from the element-candidate determiner 71 and 

15 determines whether recognition objects contained in the 
pixel-block areas are elements. The final element 

determiner 73 also receives scoring results from the 
element-score setter 72 and relates them to corresponding 
elements. The determination results and the element scores 

2 0 are sent to RAM 13 through the memory controller 18 and 
stored therein. 

Fig. 19 is a flowchart of element-recognition and 
score-setting processing (S63 of Fig. 16) and shows the 
processing flow in the element-recognition processor 70 of 

25 Fig. 17. In this processing, for example, the image data 



is scanned by a filter of the size in which the ideal 
element as shown in Fig. 6 can be framed, and whether the 
determination conditions described above are satisfied or 
not is determined* 

In this flowchart, the processing is described for the 
case where a filter corresponding to a 7x7 pixel-block area 
is used. In the present processing, first, the binary 
image data that has been stored after its resolution was 
lowered is read (S71) . Next, the start position of 
scanning by the filter is determined. That is, for the 
scanning filter, the Y-axis is set at the upper end of the 
image data {Si 2) , and the X-axis is set at the left end of 
the image data [SI 3) . 

When scanning is started, for the 7x7 pixel-block area 
within a filter, it is determined whether the outermost 
lines of the 7x7 pixel-block area all consist of OFF-pixels 
(S74) . After the determination, if the pixels are not all 
OFF-pixels, it is determined that the recognition object 
within the pixel-block area is not an element, and the 
element flag is set at "OFF" (S78) . Then the score 0 is 
set (S79), and the flow proceeds with 80. On the other 
hand, if all are OFF-pixels, then the flow proceeds with 
S75. In S75, it is determined whether the number of ON- 
pixels within the 5x5 pixel-block area falls within 6 to 10. 
If it does not fall within 6 to 10 in the result, the 
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element flag is set at "OFF" (S78) , and the flow proceeds 
with S80. If the number falls within 6 to 10, the flow 
proceeds with S7 6. 

In S76, the recognition object that has satisfied the 
5 conditions of both S74 and S75 is determined as an element 
candidate, and the element flag is set at "ON". Next, in 
S77, similarity of shapes between the element and the 
reference element is evaluated and a score is set for the 
element. Further, in S80, it is determined whether the 7x7 

10 pixel-block area that is a recognition object is the last 
pixel-block area in the X-direction. If the 7x7 pixel- 
block area is not the last one, then the filter is shifted 
by one pixel in the X-direction (S81), and the flow returns 
to S74 to follow the subsequent steps. On the other hand, 

15 if the 7x7 pixel-block area is the last one, then the flow 
proceeds with S82, and whether the 7x7 pixel-block area is 
the last pixel-block area in the Y-direction. If the 7x7 
pixel-block area is not the last one, then the filter is 
shifted by one pixel in the Y-direction (S83) , and the flow 

20 returns to S73 to follow the subsequent steps. On the 
other hand, if the 7x7 pixel-block area is the last one, 
then the score-setting processing is terminated and the 
flow returns to the main routine. 

Thus, in the element-recognition and score-setting 

25 processing described above, a score is set for each element, 
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based on similarity between the element and the reference 
element, so that recognition precision for each element is 
relatively evaluated. 

Next, the determination processing for a specific 
5 pattern, based on the arrangement of elements recognized 
and scores set by the element-recognition and score-setting 
processing in S71 to S83 of Fig. 19, is now described. In 
this determination processing, binary-image data is 
successively scanned by a filter in which a specific 

10 pattern can be framed. Then, in each area of the image 
data, the arrangement of the recognized elements within the 
filter is evaluated, and the total score for the elements 
is calculated. Then, if the sum of a score representing 
the fitness of the arrangement of the elements to the 

15 arrangement of an ideal pattern and the total score for the 
elements is not less than a predetermined value, then it is 
determined that the elements recognized within the filter 
constitute the specific pattern. 

For example, let an ideal pattern be a pattern that is 

20 composed of seven elements arranged in such a way as shown 
in Fig 20, and the case where two patterns shown in Figs. 
21 and 22 have been recognized is considered. In the 
pattern shown in Fig. 21, the arrangement of the elements 
agrees with that of the ideal pattern. The shapes of the 

25 elements have some irregularities with the total score 520. 
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In this case, the pattern is identified as the specific 
pattern. 

On the other hand, the pattern shown in Fig. 22, one 
of the seven elements (lower right element) is smeared and 
5 corrupted, so that the arrangement does not agree with that 
of the ideal pattern. However, the shapes of the other six 
elements are the same as the reference element, so that the 
total score for the elements is 600. In this case, the 
pattern is identified as the specific pattern. 

10 Fig. 23 is a flowchart of the pattern-determination 

processing described above and shows the processing flow in 
a pattern-determination processor in accordance with the 
third embodiment of the present invention. In this 

processing, image data is scanned by a filter in which an 

15 ideal pattern as shown in Fig. 20, for example, can be 
framed. Then, elements contained and recognized in a 
pixel-block area corresponding to the filter are considered. 
In the present processing, first, the start position of 
scanning by the filter is determined. That is, for the 

20 scanning filter, the Y-axis is set at the upper end of the 
image data (S91) , and the X-axis is set at the left end of 
the image data (S92) . Next, the element flag set for each 
element recognized in a flame is read (S93), and whether 
the elements constitute the pattern is determined, 

25 depending on whether the fitness for pattern matching is 
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not less than a predetermined threshold value (S94) . If 
the elements do not constitute the pattern, then the score 
0 is set (S96) , and flow proceeds with S99. If the 
elements constitute the pattern, then the total score for 
the elements is calculated (S95) . 

Next, in S97, it is determined whether the sum of the 
score representing the fitness of the arrangement of the 
elements to the arrangement of an ideal pattern and the 
total score for the elements is not less than a 
predetermined value. If the sum is less than the 

predetermined value, then it is determined that the 
elements do not constitute the pattern, so that the score 4 0 
is set (S96) , and the flow proceeds with S99. On the other 
hand, if the sum is not less than the predetermined value, 
then it is determined that the elements constitute the 
specific pattern (S98) , and the flow proceeds with S99. 

In S99, it is determined whether the block area to be 
determined is the last pixel-block area in the X-direction. 
If the block area is not the last one, then the filter is 
shifted by one pixel in the X-direction (S100) , and the 
flow returns to S93 to follow the subsequent steps. On the 
other hand, if the block area is the last one, then the 
flow proceeds with S101, and it is determined whether the 
block area is the last pixel-block area in the Y-direction. 
If the block area is not the last one, then the filter is 



shifted by one pixel in the Y-direction (S102) , and the 
flow returns to S92 to follow the subsequent steps. On the 
other hand, if the block area is the last one, then the 
pattern-determination processing is terminated and the flow 
returns to the main routine. 

In the above pattern-determination processing, the 
arrangement of the elements contained in a predetermined 
pixel-block area is evaluated as well as the scores set for 
the individual elements by the element-recognition and 
score-setting processing, and the recognition precision for 
elements contained in the pixel-block is synthetically 
determined. Therefore, a specific pattern can be detected 
with high precision. 

In the above embodiment, the pattern-detection 
processor and element-recognition processor are configured 
as hardware circuits, and execution timing for each 
processing block is controlled by CPU 11 with programs 
stored in ROM 12. However, the pattern-detection and 
element-recognition processing as described above can be 
performed as software processing executed by CPU operations. 
In this case, programs including the pattern detecting 
algorithm and element-recognition algorithm are stored in 
ROM 12, and each processing block is executed by CPU 11 
with these programs. Also, these programs can be stored in 
file form in an external storage medium such as a floppy 
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disk, CD-ROM and the like. 

Further, the hardware configuration of the element- 
recognition processor 70 described with reference to Fig. 
17 can be modified. For example, a pixel-block area can be 
5 simultaneously input to each component (the element- 
candidate determiner 71 and the element-score setter 72) 
from RAM 13, and then, the determination results and 
element scores can be individually input to the final 
element determiner 73, In this case, in the final element 

10 determiner 73, the determination results and element scores 
can be evaluated together to provide a score representing 
similarity to the specific pattern for the recognition 
object that has been determined as an element. 

Finally, it is obvious that the present invention is 

15 not limited to the embodiments described above, and various 
kinds of modifications and changes in designing may be 
possible without departing from the scope of the present 
invention. 



